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Britain, currently chairing the G8
group of countries, has set an
agenda for its term that highlights
the problems of climate change as
a result of emission of greenhouse
gases. While there is still some
scepticism about climate change,
particularly in the US, the British
prime minister, Tony Blair, is
determined to flag up the issue
and some senior scientists have
also been outspoken about the
problem. Blair initiated a meeting
earlier this month to bring together
scientists working on climate
change further to bolster the
seriousness of the situation.
Meanwhile, Robert May,
president of the Royal Society and
a former chief scientific adviser to
the British government has written
warning of climate change
scepticism. In the Guardian, he
said: “The UK has become a
target because the government
has made climate change a focus
of its G8 presidency this year. A
key player in this decision is chief
scientific adviser Sir David King,
who became public enemy
number one for the denial lobby
when he described climate
change as a bigger threat than
terrorism.”
In December, a UK-based
group, the Scientific Alliance,
teamed up with the George C.
Marshall Institute, a body headed
by the chairman emeritus of the
Global Climate Coalition,
described by May as a lobby of
professional sceptics, to publish a
document with the innocuous title
Climate Issues & Questions. “It
plays up the uncertainties
surrounding climate change
science, playing down the likely
impact it will have,” writes May.
But he has no doubt about the
potential impact of greenhouse
gases. “It contrasts sharply with
the findings of the
Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC), the
world’s most reliable source of
information on the effects of
greenhouse gas emissions. In its
last major report in 2001, the IPCC
adopted an evidence-based
approach to climate change and
considered uncertainties on
impact. It concluded that “overall,
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climate change is projected to
increase threats to human health,
particularly in lower income
populations, predominantly within
tropical/subtropical countries.”
Alan Thorpe, a climate
researcher, who is to become head
of Britain’s Natural Environment
Research Council this year,
highlights the importance of the
models generated by researchers.
“We have spent decades creating
computer models to simulate the
Earth’s atmosphere — which is no
mean trick given the myriad
different weather systems, currents
and wind systems involved. Yet,
we succeeded,” said Thorpe.
“Factors like solar fluctuations
or changes in aerosol particles
simply could not explain, on their
own, the changes in temperature
we were observing,” Thorpe said.
“But when we factored in carbon
dioxide, our computer models
mirrored reality.”
The conference at the Hadley
Centre for Climate Prediction and
Research in Exeter, called by
Tony Blair to inform world leaders
about the urgency of reducing
carbon dioxide emissions, was
told of a series of new research
findings which showed that
climate change was speeding up
and would be worse than hitherto
expected.
David Griggs, director of the
centre, said the meeting was “an
ideal opportunity for the scientific
community to identify emission
levels, especially of carbon
dioxide, at which the Earth’s
climate could be thrown into
irreversible change.” Only five
years ago the scientists on the
UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change were confident
that Antarctica and its vast ice
sheets were so cold that they
would not begin to melt for
centuries even if climate changed
elsewhere.
Whatever politicians and
scientists do, researchers believe
temperatures will rise another
0.6oC in the next 30 years, on top
of 0.7oC in the past century,
pushing a number of vulnerable
species, such as polar bears and
penguins, towards extinction.
Margaret Beckett, the British
environment secretary, said: “My
understanding is that this level of
temperature rise is already built in
for the next 20–30 years from the
climate change we have already
instigated, so significant impact is
already inevitable. It will have a
different impact in different parts
of the world, but we will have to
adapt,” she said.
But an irony of climate change
is that some parts may cool. The
chance of the Gulf Stream, which
brings warm waters around
western Europe, being halted,
sending temperatures plummeting
by possibly more than 5oC, is now
seriously considered as a long-
term possibility. The melting of
Greenland and Arctic ice and
additional fresh water from rainfall
is threatening to shut down the
current completely.
Mike Schlesiger, from the
Climate Research Group at the
University of Illinois, said a 3oC
rise in temperature this century,
which is well within current
models, would lead to a 45 per
cent chance of the Gulf Stream
halting by the end of the century
and a 70 per cent chance by 2200.
The current, which carries one
million billion watts of heat from
the tropics into the north-west
Atlantic, is thought to have
already been weakened over
recent years but the chances of it
shutting down completely by
climate change was previously
considered remote.
Chris Rapely, director of the
British Antarctic Survey, said a
team of scientists was currently
on the West Antarctic ice sheet
studying a new movement of
three ice streams which were
speeding up and discharging into
the sea. They seemed to be
following a pattern seen in the
Antarctic, where much ice sheet
had been lost over the past 50
years. The loss of ice sheet did
not itself raise sea levels but when
they disappeared the land-based
glaciers behind them showed
accelerated melting with the
threat of raising sea levels.
Currently most of the scientific
research is looking at the melting
of Greenland, the world’s second
largest icecap. This is already
melting around the edges,
researchers believe, and Jason
Lowe, from the Hadley Centre,
said that “quite modest warming”
could pass a threshold that
triggered more “irreversible
melting”.
Other research presented at the
meeting suggested that the
increase in atmospheric carbon
dioxide could turn the world’s
oceans increasingly acid, as the
gas is dissolved in seawater,
putting an array of marine life at
risk. Ocean acidification could
have a serious impact on surface-
living plankton which form the
base of most marine food webs.
Carol Turley, head of science at
the Plymouth Marine Laboratory,
who presented the research at the
meeting, said ocean acidification
represented “potentially a gigantic
problem for the world.” She
added: “It’s urgent indeed to warn
people what is happening. Many
of the marine species we rely on
to eat could well disappear.”
The world’s oceans have always
taken up and given off large
volumes of naturally occurring
carbon dioxide as part of the
carbon cycle. But since the
Industrial Revolution, the amounts
have greatly increased, now more
rapidly. The researchers believe
400 billion tons of man-made
carbon dioxide — half that
produced — have been taken up
by the seas, and much more is
going in as the world economy
relentlessly expands.
Trials on organisms grown in
seawater with raised carbon
dioxide levels, from plankton to
scallops, indicate many species
are likely to be affected. The
increasing acidification is
affecting coral species already.
One closing statement
concluded: “In many cases, the
risks are more serious than
previously thought. This is likely to
affect the entire marine food
chain.”
In a lecture last month at the
Royal Society, biologist Jared
Diamond drew attention to
populations, such as those on
Easter Island, who denied they
were having a catastrophic impact
on the environment and were
eventually wiped out, a
phenomenon he called ‘ecocide’.
“It’s time for those living in denial
of the evidence about the impact
of climate change to take note,”
writes May.
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